THE  ELIZABETHANS

found to be a greater marvel than any of them, The ulti-
mate crown of success for the Elizabethan hero or heroine
was not, as it is for the hero or heroine of a modern play or
film, the acquisition of comfort or self-esteem, but deliver-
ance from the three thousand furies that live in a great man's
breast. They cry with Chapman's hero:

Strike, strike, O strike; fly, fly, commanding soul
And on thy wings for this thy body's breath
Bear the eternal victory of death.

Elizabethan drama is often tedious, often coarse, often vio-
lent and absurd, but it has the superb and unflagging vigour
of youth, and it is the mirror of a truly poetic moment in the
life of a great nation, when intensity of passionate experience
was preferred to comfort and security.

One great figure stands apart from the other dramatists,
or rather towers above them like a missive rock in a wild
and magnificent sea. Benjonson, Shakespeare's friend and
younger contemporary, was by far the most learned of the
dramatists, a man of immense reading, of a masterful spirit
and a strong intellect. With none of Shakespeare's tender-
ness and humanity, he is a great satiric dramatist, combining
ironic realism with a strange vein of fantastic imagination.
There is magnificent poetry in his ironic drama of Volpone
and elsewhere in his plays, masques and occasional verses,
but it is perhaps in his prose that his most notable achieve-
ment is to be found. In the hands of the dramatists, and
especially of Ben Jonson, English prose, which hitherto has
been generally stiff and clumsy, though often stately and
beautiful, becomes a more flexible and serviceable medium.
In such a passage as the following from The Silent Woman we
can see the beginnings of a new art of English writing:

Let your gifts be slight and dainty rather than precious.
Let cunning be above cost. Give cherries at time of year;
Or apricots, and say they were sent you out of the country,
though you bought them in Cheapside. Admire her tire,
like her in all fashions, compare her in every habit to some
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